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Too Much Free Time: Coos County youth Who are
Least Involved in Out-of-school activities are Most
Likely to Use Drugs and alcohol
Erin HilEy SHarp

H

alf of teens’ free time is spent out of school.1 How
youth spend their free time has implications for
their development. structured, constructive, and
personally meaningful activities can provide a rich context
for youth to explore their identities, develop plans for the
future, demonstrate motivation and initiative, and learn
instrumental skills.2 In contrast, unengaged, bored, and
uninvolved youth are at higher risk for negative outcomes,
such as delinquency, substance use, and school dropout.3
Much of the research on out-of-school time and youth
development has focused on youth in urban or suburban
settings. Fewer have studied rural youth, particularly those
living in communities facing economic hardship. These
youth may spend even more time unoccupied than others.4
This fact sheet reports on the links between out-of-school
activity involvement and cigarette and tobacco, alcohol,
and marijuana use among eleventh graders in rural Coos
County, new Hampshire.

Key Findings
•

The majority of eleventh graders in coos county
do not use cigarettes, tobacco, or marijuana; however, more than 50 percent report drinking alcohol
at least once in the previous six months.

•

youth who are the most involved in out-of-school
activities report the least amount of substance use.

•

approximately one-third of coos county eleventh
graders report little involvement in out-of-school
activities. Too much free time could be putting
them at risk for substance use.

Data
This analysis is based on data from the Carsey Institute’s
Coos youth study. Coos County, new Hampshire, is a rural
county facing increased poverty and unemployment from
the loss of manufacturing jobs. These economic conditions
have raised concerns about the long-term opportunities for
youth. survey data were collected from 339 Coos County
eleventh graders (51 percent female) in 2008. Participants
represented about 78 percent of the total eleventh-grade
public school population in the county.

Least-Involved youth More Likely
to Use substances
The majority of eleventh-grade youth in Coos County
did not use cigarettes and tobacco or marijuana in the
six months prior to completing the survey (see Table
1). However, more than 50 percent reported drinking alcohol at least once in the prior six months. These
results are similar to those reported for new Hampshire
eleventh graders more broadly in the 2007 youth risk
Behavior survey. 5 However, Coos County youth reported
greater alcohol use compared with new Hampshire eleventh graders as a whole.
students were asked whether they participated in any
of sixteen different free-time activities in the past twelve
months.6 The responses revealed three levels of involvement: low (defined as fewer than three activities), medium
(defined as between three to six activities); and high (defined as more than seven activities). eleventh-grade youth
were split fairly evenly across these three activity groups
(see Figure 1).
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Table 1: Coos County youth reporting substance use in prior six months

Eleventh graders

Tobacco/Cigarette

Use Alcohol

Use Marijuana Use

74%
26%
4%
4%
18%

47%
53%
21%
12%
20%

77%
23%
10%
3%
10%

never used
Used at least once
One to two times
Three to five times
More than five times

Figure 1. Degree of out-of-school activity
involvement among Coos County
eleventh-grade youth
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We compared the likelihood of substance use by level of
activity involvement (see Figure 2) and found significant
differences. For cigarettes and tobacco, alcohol, and marijuana, youth who were the least involved in out-of-school
activities reported significantly more use of these substances than those who were more involved in activities.

Implications
Because of data limitations, we cannot claim that lack of
activity involvement causes higher substance use. Other
factors, such as family status, mental health, or success in
school, could contribute to the differences we see. We also
cannot determine the direction of these effects. It may be
that the youth who are drawn to more activities are also
the same youth who are less inclined to use substances.
Fleshing out these issues of cause and effect with more
rigorous data could help better target scarce program funding, particularly in rural areas. That said, an association
between activity involvement and substance use is clear.

youth who are highly involved in out-of-school activities
are also the least likely to smoke cigarettes or use tobacco,
drink alcohol, and use marijuana. This suggests that policies and programs that bolster out-of-school activities may
also reduce substance use behaviors. about one-third of
Coos County eleventh graders reported limited involvement in activities. youth who are not engaged in activities
are not only at an increased risk for negative outcomes, like
substance use, but they may also miss out on opportunities
for positive development. Providing a wide range of activities, reducing barriers to participation, and communicating
the value of activities to officials, families, and community
members can help to expand the positive activities for
youth in rural communities with fewer resources, like those
in Coos County.

Figure 2: substance use in past six months by level
of out-of-school activity involvement
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Note: Differences significant at *p < .05, **p < .01. sample is of eleventh
graders in Coos County.
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THE CarSEy inSTiTUTE CooS yoUTH
STUdy
The Carsey Institute is conducting a panel study of Coos
County youth that will provide data about the attitudes
and experiences of the county’s youth as they approach
young adulthood and face the decision to remain in their
community, seek opportunities elsewhere, or leave for an
education and then return. By following the entire populations of two age groups over a ten-year period, we will
help North Country leaders gain a better understanding
of young people’s decision making.
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